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as a chief element in their literary preeminence. Nor
is such an element discoverable in their philosophical
synthesis or their incidental wisdom, although some of
the most brilliant criticism has exalted that wisdom
or sought to formulate and expound their view of life.
Concerning the essential elements of their greatness
no real difference of opinion has arisen from the time
they were written down to the present day. They were
lifted at once above the level of contemporary endeavor,
and they have continued to grow in reputation chiefly
because of their poetry and their characterization.

Concerning the nature and quality of these there is
little difference of opinion, though critics may vary
in estimating their beauty or value. One may prefer
the verse of Homer or of Milton, but he will not deny
the traits that distinguish Shakespeare's. Another
may prefer the well-ordered study of human motives
in Sophocles, or the realistic analysis of a modern
realist like Turgenieff, but he will recognize the qualities
in Shakespeare's characterization that are the basis of
general admiration. Still another may condemn that
admiration, but he will not differ from us as to the
chief sources of its existence.

These two sources are hardly to be separated, for the
persons are revealed through the beauty of the verse,
and the poetry is ever adapted to the speakers. In the
early plays the poet's fancy often refuses to be bound
by the requirements of his characters and escapes in
lyric or descriptive excursions; but as his art becomes